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Abstract
The concept ofphysical culture, between the late eighteen hundreds and the early
nineteen-thirties, grew out of the perceived need to achieve better general health and was
promoted through mass circulation magazines. By looking at three health promoters
(Eugen Sandow, Bemarr Macfadden, and Charles Atlas), we see the evolution of the
physical culture message. In the first part of the twentieth century, millions ofpeople
sought advice from these men on how to improve their physical condition. They became
-
the leaders of a movement, transforming the idea ofphysical culture into a lifestyle to
which the average person could aspire. First there was Sandow, who in the 1890s, took
physical development to a mass audience, The notion that physical development would
benefit those who engaged in it had been around for years. Sandow, however, with the
help of some of the best marketing minds ofhis day, promoted his extremely well
developed body as a living example ofwhat physical fitness could do for the human
shape. He used the idea ofphysical development to gain int~mational fame, which he
used to sell everything from magazines and gym memberships to cocoa. Then came
Macfadden who built a $30,000,000 publishing empire based on physical culture. His
publication, Physical Culture, brought simple straightforward advice .on how to improve
personal health through physical culture into the homes ofmillions ofAmericans.
Macfadden endorsed the philosophy that good food, physical exercise, and the desire to
feel better could improve the lives ofhis readers. The connection between mind and
body was the key to both Sandow's and Macfadden's success. The third figure was
1
/
Charles Atlas, who chose to market his health message as a mail-order fitness course. He
built off of the strong foundation and acceptance ofphysical culture which Sandow and
Macfadden had worked so hard to create. Atlas's course is still being marketed and sold
today, illustrating the depth to which the ideas ofhealth and fitness have penetrated
American culture.
2
The roots oftoday's fitness publications run deep in American history. The
modem fitness publication can be traced back more than 100 years. My focus will be on
the development of this industry through three icons of the genre, Eugen Sandow,
Bemarr Macfadden, and Charles Atlas. These men sold millions of dollars' worth of
advice through publications devoted to health and the development of the body. They
moved the concept ofhealth and fitness, or physical culture, as it was known in their day,
from the vaudeville stage to an intellectual pursuit about which heads of state, common
men, and women alike sought advice. As is the case with every historical force, the
fitness movement had many causes.
Sandow, Macfadden, and Atlas were as much an effect as a cause ofthe
commodification of fitness and its rise in popularity. They benefited from the rapid
urbanization and immigration that occurred at the end ofthe~nthcentury. This
created both the need and the audience for fitness advice in the United States. The
3
growing acceptance ofpaid advertisements in the pages ofmany publications at this time
allowed publishers to sell their publications at a lower-cost, which made them more
accessible to middle and lower-class consumers. -The use ofphotography in magazines
also reduced the cost ofpublications because engravers were no longer necessary to carve
woodcuts, which had been used to illustratetext. Also, photography was integral to the
rise in popularity ofmagazines devoted to fitness. Photographs ofphysically developed
men gave readers something to aspire to as well as lending lifelike credibility to the page.
These were the primary factors that shaped fitness publishing and gave Sandow,
, . ~ ,
Macfadden, and Atlas the medium to reach their audience.
People today understand fitness as the development ofone's body in support of a
healthy lifestyle. At the turn ofthe twentieth century, the term physical culture was used
to describe both the heaJthy lifestyle and the physical means by which someone would
attain that lifestyle. Physical culture was used as both a noun and a descriptive phrase. It
was used to describe both the mental and physical means by which someone would
develop their body to attain greater physical fitness and better general health. The goal of
physical fitness as a way to attain better general health was described as physical culture.
- ~
This interest in physical development encouraged men and women to compete in
organized athletics.
In the United States the physical culture movement had two roots. The first began
in the upper classes and then filtered down to influence the growing middle class. This
4
newfound interest in sport was born out ofwealthy young men's college experience with
,
athletics. As the nineteenth century progressed, American college students came under
increasing scrutiny, according to one sports historian, for being "inferior to their British
counterparts in manly qualities," which sport was believed to foster. In 1852 boat clubs
from Harvard and Yale raced, but sports was slow to take hold at the college level. By
1876, however, "when collegians had created associations for conducting intercollegiate
competition in crew, baseball, track and field, and football, org<Uu',\"......-"'port was well
established at most of the leading institutions in the East."! A strenuous lifestyle
S
involving physical fitness was seen as a way to prepare oneself for the often-hectic pace
of industrial business life. Physical activity became a larger and larger part of the
~
average businessman's lifestyle at the tum of the century.2
The second factor promoting fitness and sport was immigration, especially among
.
the lower classes. As Europeans came to America they brought their interest in fitness
with them. The Turnverein movement in Germany, for example, had been promoting
health and fitness through..g.ymnastics since the early 1800's. While sport is one of the
main factors that allowed physical culture to take hold in the United States, it is important
to un~erstand that physical culture extended well beyond the playing field. Many who .
.
embraced a physical-culture lifestyle did so simply with the goal ofbetter general health.
A young man, for example, who was described in 1900 as engaging in physical culture,
lGuy Lewis, "The Beginning of Organized Collegiate Sport," American Quarterly 22, no. 2 (1970): 224,
229.
2Elliott J. Gorn, The Manly Art:13are-Knuckle Prize Fighting in America (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1986), 185. .
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might take part in many activities. As part ofhis workout he might swim, row, box, go to
his local gym to lift weights, or get personal instruction on any number ofphysical skills
for developing his body. When he left the gym he went home to a meal ofvegetables;
lean meats, and no alcohol. Ifhe experienced sexual problems, physical culture was even
seen as a way to overcome them. Physical culture was believed to have far-reaching
benefits for the average person's life. Today we would say this young man was living a
healthy lifestyle. Men such as this were more common turn of the twentieth century than
..
people today realize.
The fitness boom of the late 1800s did not happen overnight. Health reformers
like Sylvester Graham were lecturing on the benefits ofhealth and eating whole foods as
early as 1839.3 In the 1850s a number ofpublications devoted to health emerged. Frank
Luther Mott, the most prominent magazine historian ofthe early twentieth century, calls
this the age ofreformers with regard to the health publishing industry. These early health
publications focused on everything from preventive medicine and vegetarianism to cures
for consumption.4 The development and growth in circulation ofthese publications
shows that America was increasingly concerned with health. Magazines and journals
were the places many Americans were going for information on physical culture.
3Harvey Green, Fit for America: Health, Fitness, Sport, and American Society (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1986),46.
4Frank Luther Mott, A History ofAmerican Magazines 1850-1865 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1957),87.
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The sporting aspect ofphysical culture became more physical as the nineteenth
century progressed. Boxing, for example, demanded physical fitness. The lower class
led its rise in popularity through the second half of the nineteenth century. By the turn of
the twentieth century, strength was in vogue. As Foster Dulles points out in his book, A
History ofRecreation, there was a "sudden burgeoning of an interest in sport, which
almost overnight introduced millions ofAmericans to a phase of life destined to become
• r
. . , ;
a major preoccupation among all classes."s Not only did Americans want to watch
sporting competitions, they wanted to become active themselves. Between 1900 and
1914'an estimated 8,000'athletic clubs opeued. Social historiaus hav~ted out that
this rise in the popularity of athletics "belon'ged to the common man. The sheer number
of [new] athletic clubs is probably the most salient feature of the era.,,6 By no means was
this growth of interest in physical culture limited to the middle and upper class. With the
growing trend of athletic clubs and inter-collegiate competition, the population as a
whole was more aware of athletics than at any other time in United States history. The
idea ofphysical culture benefited from this development and, as the population as a
whole became more active, physical culture grew in popularity in the mainstream.
While Sandow, Macfadden, and Atlas were icons ofthe physical culture
revolution at the turn of the twentieth century, they would have remained on the fringe
without a medium by which to deliver their message. Print journalism became that
5Foster Rhea Dulles, A History ofRecreation: America Learns to Play (New York: App1eton-Century-
Crofts, 1965), 183.
6Joe Willis and Richard Wetlen, "Social Stratification in New York City Athletic Clubs 1865-1915,"
Journal ojSport History 3 (Spring 1976) : 62.
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medium. It helped create and sustain the physical culture movement in the later part of
. the 1800's and still has tremendous influence on fitness today. Another key to physical
culture's development was an audience eager to learn more about it. As we start to put
together the puzzle ofhow the physical c'ulture movement became an American
mainstream phenomenon we will begin with print journalism and more specifically
magazmes.
Magazine publishing went through nothing short of a revolution at the end of the
nineteenth century, experiencing a 128 percent growth in sales between 1890 an9 1904,
according to Richard Ohmann, a prominent magazine historian. 7 But increased sales
were not the only dramatic change in\the industry during these years. In the early and
mid l800s, magazines did not accept paid advertising. As the century progressed. it
became more and more acceptable for a publication to accept paid advertisements. This
drove the price ofmagazines down, making them more affordable to a larger audience,
which increased circulation.
A larger readership allowed publications to charge more for the space
advertisements occupied. Ohmann has a telling insight on paid advertisements: a
publisher in the late l800s "made just about as much for [having] his readers as from
them." For the first time in their history, there was substantial money to be made
publishing magazines. This drew more and more people to the field, which accounts for
•. 8
the explosive.growth of the magazine industry during this time. Physical culture sold
magazines and magazines sold physical culture - the two trends grew together. 8
Another key development is the growth ofpublications devoted solely to the
promotion ofphysical-culture. One thing that made these publications so successful was
their use ofphotography. Before the l890s, magazines relied on illustrations to decorate
their pages. These illustrations were carved by hand into wooden or steel plates by
engravers. Photography allowed lifelike images to be reproduced in the pages of
magazines. Mott calls the development ofphotography in the 1890s a revolution for the
magazine industry. It allowed publishers to use photographs instead of drawings and so
it eliminated the need for engravers and artists, which fu.n:her drove down the cost of
publishing.9 Also important, as far as physical culture is concerned, is that illustrations
do not hold the same inspirational quality that a photograph does. Because the
photograph is believed to be an accurate representation of the subject, it has an
-j-
inspiration-al quality, especially when it deals with the development of the body. As
Allan Trachtenberg points out in his book on the meaning ofphotography in American
history, "the camera image had come to seem second-nature, the true look of reality
~------ ------which painting attempted to imitate.,,10 Seeing an illustration ofa well-developed man
and seeing a photograph of that same man are different visual experiences. By showing
7Richard Ohmann, Selling Culture: Magazines, Markets, and Class at the Turn ofthe Century (New York:
Verso, 1996),25,83.
8Ibid.,8.
9Frank Luther Mott, A History ofAmerican Magazines, 1885-1905 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1957), 153.
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photographs ofwell.,.developed men, publications devoted to physical culture surely
enticed more than one reader to start a regimen ofphysical culture. The question, "could
I look like that?" must have loomed large in the minds ofmany readers. The images
these magazines used gave readers something to aspire to, and this was central to their
success.
The history of the magazine business has been written, but there is little
perspective on how the physical-culture movement fits into the industry's development.
Ohmann is one of the few scholars whose work can inform our ideas in this area. His
concept ofmass culture gives a foundation for understanding how the average reader,
through reading magazines, came to embrace the idea ofphysical culture. Driven by the
goal ofphysical fitness, an audience grew up around the idea ofphysical culture, and
then health promoters, such as Sandow, Macfadden, and Atlas, "accompanied the
expansion of the media" into prominence.!! As an interest in physical culture slowly
crept into people's minds, magazines also developed on a large scale. The two worked
together to give readers advice on how to live better. The rise in magazine popularity, the
developing need for advice on physical culture, and a growing urban class, due to
industrialization, all happened concurrently and influenced each other. These factors
worked together to give the physical-culture movement the momentum it needed to
become prominent.
IOAll~n Trachtenberg, Reading American Photograph's: Images as History, Mathew Brady to Walker
Evens (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989),4.
11Ohmann, 14.
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Mass culture also helped reinforce the idea ofphysical culture. The audience for
these publications was the large urban population developing in cities toward the end of
the nineteenth century. Health refonners had been criticizing American cities since the
late l820s because oftheir bad air and cramped conditions and the poor diet of their
inhabitants. As the century progressed and urban populations increased, refonners' calls
for action became louder and louder. 12 As Harvey Green points out, by the late 1800s the
urban middle class "turned to new activities and new foods and developed a new
standard ofthe h~an body.,,13 These were the people who bought magazines. In these .
exploding urban centers men and women worked indoors and lived in cramped
boardinghouses or rented rooms.14 qties were dirty and few office workers exercised
regularly. The lack of exercise made their bodies weak and prone to disease, which
spread rapidly in cramped quarters. The unhealthy conditions in which these people lived
created the need for physical culture. City dwellers wanted advice on fitness to help them
combat the evils ofurban life.
It is important not to underestimate the power ofmoney in the development of
physical culture. Men who gave advice on physical culture were drawn to the field by
profit, no matter what medium they used. While it is clear that Sandow, Macfadden, and
Atlas believed that the development of the body was the best thing a person could do for
12Green, 78-79.
13Ibid., xi.
14Howard P. Chudacoff, The Age ofthe Bachelor: Creating an American Subculture (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1999), 85.
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his or her health, they would not have been as fierce in their promotion of physical
culture if there was no money to be made.
With a receptive audience willing to read the growing number ofmagazines that
printed advice on physical culture and experts ready to give that advice, the stage for the
birth and evolution of the physical culture movement was set. But how did the
movement's promoters use their physical talents to capitalize on all of the social factors
mentioned above? The answer to this question lies in exploring the leadership of the
physical-culture movement. To this point we have introduced the ideas and social forces
that helped to shape physical-culture. Now it is time to shift our focus to the men that
gave physical-culture advice that the average person could focus on and aspire to.
Eugen Sandow was such a person. He built his body as a showman first in the)
circus and"then on stage, wh~re he displayed the power oRris well-developed body.
Sandow, however, changed his image from entertainer to world-renowned physical-
culture expert. In the process, he introduced a number ofproducts, including cocoa, gym
memberships, and publications, which he sold to consumers hungry to be like him. IS He
used his image to sell products and in this respect always remained a showman,
constantly having to prove himself to sell his wares. For him, as with each of the fathers
ofphysical culture, image was everything.
12
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BernarrMacfadden came next and he improved on Sandow's success.
Macfadden, like Sandow, had a gift for self-promotion, but the factor that distinguished
Macfadden was his ability to connect with his audience. He took his message to the
people in a way Sandow never did. Connecting with his readers came from his ability to
give a middle-class audience practical advice on how to develop1:heir bodies for both
general health and physical development. Whereas Sandow saw physical culture as a
-job, Macfadden saw it as a lifestyle. He was not removed from his audience by a curtain
or podium. He gave his readers advice on everything from nutrition and child rearing to
physical fitness and even "vitality," a then-common euphemism for "sexual potency.,,16
What made Macfadden more successful than Sandow was that he came second and had a
> better understanding ofhis market. Furthermore, he took physical culture down to the
daily tasks of living and Illade it into a true lifestyle.
While Macfadden and Sandow were both showmen, Macfadden understood the
financial benefit ofbroadcasting his message in a more balanced, user-friendly way,
oJ
which gave his message the strength to reach a much wider audience. The contrast is
most apparent in the philosophy of their publications. Physical Culture: Sandow's
Magazine, for example, was more focused on the upper class athletics: "Devoted to The r
Maintenance ofHealth and Strength Through Exercise, Hygiene and Recreation in the
15David 1. Chapman, Sandow the Magnificent: Eugen Sandow and the Beginnings ojBodybuilding
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 168.
16Green, 266.
13
Home, Gymnasium, Forest and Field."I7 Macfadden's publication, Physical Culture, had
a broader focus, which better fit the needs of the growing middle class. It was devoted to
"Health, Strength, Vitality, Muscular Development and the General Care of the Body."I8
Macfadden mentions vitality and general care of the body as central themes ofhis
publication, which had broader appeal than Sandow's, which was primarily concerned
with physical development. Macfadden's broad focus helped him reach a greater variety
. J
of readers looking for answers to a larger number of concerns.
Atlas viewed Macfadden as "his mentor."I9 In 1921 he sent a picture ofhimself
to Macfadden's magazine to enter a contest for the most perfectly developed man. Atlas
. !
won the contest and received $1,000.1° This win gave Atlas his first opportunity for
national exposure. The next year, Macfadd~ held the contest again. This time instead of
sending in a picture, the contestants vying for the title and the $1,000 prize had to appear
before an audience in a packed Madison Square Garden. Again Atlas won, beating 750
other men. That year Macfadden dissolved the contest, saying Atlas would win every
time?I
17"Table of Contents," Physical Culture: Sandow's Magazine, January 1903; In his April 1899 Sandow
changed the name of the magazine from Physical Culture to Physical Culture: Sandow's Magazine.
ls"Table of Contents," Physical Culture, November 1899. .
I9Janet Golden and Elizabeth Toon, "Rethinking Charles Atlas," Rethinking History 4, no. 1(2000): 81.
2°Henny Smith (narrator), Charles Atlas: Modem Day Hercules, prod. ?, dir. ?, 50min., A & E Home
Video, 1999, videocassette. --
21Charles Gaines, George Butler, and Charles Roman, Yours in Perfect Manhood Charles Atlas, The Most
Effective Fitness Program Ever Devised (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982), 59.
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By the mid-1920s, when Atlas was gaining national recognition, physical culture
had established its place in American mass culture. Physical culture had (1) a large urban
group which was receptive to ideas about the development of the body; (2) a medium by
which to reach this group - that is, magazines; and (3) a way to inspire them,
photography. Atlas then was able to market his advice without worrying about being
accepted by the general public. He marketed a fitness course he created, which gave
advice on every aspect ofphysical development. He was able to take from both
Macfadden's and Sandow's philosophies and apply them to his own work, which proved
tremendousIy successful.
!
Exploring Eugen Sandow's metamorphosis from showman to lecturer will 1}elp us
focus on how the physical-culture movement developed through one of its most
prominent icons. It is important to note that Sandow was only one ofmany strongmen
vying for public attention in the late 1800s. Many strongmen performed feats of strength
with traveling shows or as part ofvariety acts, which were common entertainment at the
time. Sandow, unlike the others, had staying power. Much of this can be attributed to
the fact that he made it his first priority to build his public image as an authority on
physical development. He first gained recognition as a strongman and toured the world
performing acts of strength. At the same time Sandow was building his image as a
respected authority on physical culture, calling himself a "professor," the notion of
physical culture was gaining respectability in the mainstream society on its own.
~
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Sandow's timing and relentless self-promotion, not to mention a well-developed
body, were the keys to this success. He started his career at a time when mass culture
was promoting the idea ofphysical culture. There was also agroup ofpeople interested
in developing their bodies. This is why some have gone so far as to call Sandow the
"father ofphysical culture.,,22 Sandow's shift from stron~an to lecturer paved the way
for others to do the same. This shift is critical to understand~ow the physical culture
movement progressed from the stage to the mainstream.
Sandow was born Friedrich Wilhelm Muller on April 2, 1867, in the Baltic port
,
city ofKonigsberg, Prussia. While the date and place ofhis birth seem consistent with
David Chapman's authoritative work on Sandow, few of Sandow's self-reported details
ofhis early life hold up to investigation. Chapman, for-example, refers to Sandow's
father by saying, "Papa was nothing more than a greengrocer who had a small·stand in
the marketplace." 23 Sandow, on the other hand, describes his father as a jeweler and his
halfbrother as a professor.24 Sandow claims his inspiration for developing his body
came on a trip with his father to Italy, where he was exposed t~ Roman statuary.25 The
more plausible story is that young Friedrich began developing'his body at anear1y age at
the local gymnasium and ran off at the age ofnineteen to become a circus performer.
While Sandow's beginnings are anything but clear, Sandow's early days were most likely
22"Who Will Succeed Sandow," Ottley Coulter Scrap Book, Todd-McLean Physical Culture Collection,
University ofTexas at Austin, (hereafter, "McLean Collection"), Clipping 22.
23Chapman, 5; Sandow's first name can be found spell a variety of ways. I've chosen "Eugen" because it's
the spelling Chapman uses in his book.
24Eugen Sandow, Sandow's System ofPhysical Training, ed. G. Mercer Adam (New York: 1. Selwin Tait
and Sons, 1894),23.
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spent perfonning feats of strength under the big top.26 He eventually moved to England,
changed his name, and fabricated a middle-class story for his childhood to blend into his
new home.
How did Sandow reinvent himself from circus strongman to an internationally
recognized "professor" ofphysical culture? The answer lies in his understanding ofwhat
the public wanted to know about, his knack for self-promotion, his timing, and his
physique - which was one ofthe best developed ofhis day. Sandow had a keen instinct
./
for knowing what the p~ople wanted and a knack for perfonning physical stunts that put
him at the center ofpublic attention. These are traits he shared with Macfadden and
Atlas.
Sandow's account ofhis first stunt to gain recognition is a wonderful precursor to
his overall career. As the story goes, the young Sandow found himself in Amsterdam,
where he came upon a coin-operated street-comer machine that had a lever one could pull
to test one's strength. Sandow pulled the lever so hard that he broke it on his first pull,
which gave him the idea for a publicity stunt. He hired a porter to take him around to
every machine in the city early one morning. At each machine he inserted his coin and
broke the lever. The next morning Sandow's escapade drew some public attention.
Sandow bided his time, and once all the machines were fixed he repeated his tour of the
city. The next morning even more attention was focused on the broken machines and a
25Sandow, 25.
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reward was offered ~or information leading to the capture of the culprits. Again, all the
machines were fixed and Sandow set out to break them a third time. As he started his
rounds his porter turned him in and proved an unwitting accomplice in launching
Sandow's career. The police arrested Sandow, but he was later released becau1ie it was
determined that he had broken no law. He was able to prove that he followed the
instructions for the strength machine's proper operation and he simply proved stronger
than the machine.27 This incident is the first ofmany that helped Sandow launch his
.reputation as a strongman.
From Amsterdam, Sandow reported going to Italy, where he wrestled for a time.
In one match Sandow pitted himself against three other men, "the rules of the contest
being that, as each man was successively thrown, he is considered out ofthe ring.,,28
While Chapman points to the Amsterdam episodes of Sandow's life as being true for the
most part, Sandow omitted a key detail from his story - the help he received from a man
named Professor Attila. Attila was an "elder strongman" who had made quite a name for
himself in Europe training various pupils while perfecting his own system ofphysical
development. While some scholars, familiar with the growth ofthe physical culture
movement, have called Attila's contribution to physical culture "equal, or perhaps even
greater, [in] significance to the overall growth of strength training and physical culture in
the U.S.A." than that of Sandow. Attila never achieved the international recognition that
26Chapman, 7.
27Sandow, 29.
28Ibid., 38.
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Sandow did?9 Attila's help was invaluable to Sandow, however. The elder strongrmln
helped him develop a stage performance and coached him in a system ofphysical
development that set him apart from other men of the day.30
While working with Sandow, Attila made a trip to London, where he saw a strong
man named Charles A. Sampson perform at the Royal Aquarium. Sampson promoted
h,imself as the strongest man in the world, and he issued a nightly challenge of £500 to
any man who could beat him. Attila sent for Sandow and they carefully watched
Sampson's show. On October 29, 1889, Sandow made his way to the stage and took
Sampson's challenge. It was not until November 2 that Sampson acquiesced and the
~
matter was finally decided. That night the scene at the Aquarium was described as
nothing short ofpandemonium in both Sandow's and Chapman's accounts. Because of
the thick crowds, Sandow had to break down a stage door to get into the theater, where
tickets were selling for between £1 and £5. The idea ofthe strongest man on earth being
decided in London whipped the public into a frenzy, as Sandow reports, "hardly
.anything, indeed, could more emphasize the love for athletics in the English nation than
the interest manifested in this contest, between Sandow and Sampson.,,3! The excitement
generate,"y the spectacle illustrates how interested the nation. was in physical
29Kim Beckwith and Jan Todd, "Requiem for a Strongman: Reassessing the Career of Louis Attila," Iron
Game History 7, nos. 2&3 (2002): 44. "
30Chapman,9.
3lSandow, 54.
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development. Beating Sampson in contests of strength launched Sandow's career further
than most would have imagined.32
Sandow first appeared on Broadway in the United States on June 12, 1893.33 He
had already successfully toured England, Scotland, and Ireland, and it seemed that the
time was ripe for him to take North America by storm. The Americans proved more
,
difficult an audience to win over than Sandow had anticipated, however. He opened and
closed on Broadway in the 4e~t of the summer with lackluster success. Sandow's real
{
break in the America came when Florenz Ziegfeld booked him to play at his theater in
Chicago, where the World's Fair was under way. As Cha~man points out, Ziegfeld was a
master promoter and helped Sandow immensely. "The tireless impresario [Ziegfeld]
papered the town with posters ofthe scantily clad muscleman and placed rather lurid
advertisements in local theater programs to tantalize the public. He also made up highly
romanticized and largely fictitious biographies of Sandow to catch the media's eye.,,34
Ziegfeld's promotion proved successful. As Chapman goes on to say, when Sandow
opened his Chicago tour on August 1, 1893, the Trocadero Theater was packed with
"blue-blood society matrons wait[ing] just as impatiently for a glimpse of Sandow as the
plebeians in the balconies.,,35 Sandow's performance, with Ziegfeld's help, would start a
four-month run, one ofthe longest runs in the theater's history, and foreshadowed the
32Chapman, 26. Also see Sandow, 43.
33JoOO F. Kasson, Houdini, Tarzan, and the Perfect Man: The White Male Body and the Challenge of
Modernity in America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001), 23.
34Chapman, 60.
35Ibid., 60.
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success Sandow would eventually achieve in the United Staes.36 After his performance
in Chicago and the American tour that followed, Sandow established himself as the face
and body ofphysical fitness.
Through Ziegfeld's promotion we see Sandow portrayed not only as a
"muscleman" but also as a seducer - his "scantily clad" photos were meant to draw a
large number ofwomen to the audience. This promotional tool had the unintended
consequence ofhelping to redefine the way men in the United States looked at '
themselves.37 He ~as sexualized, which boosted his appeal to women but just as
L--
importantly made him more of a role model for men by showing them the positive effects
that a well-developed body could have on women's attention. Sandow's influence on
women (married and unmarried ladies alike swooned over the muscle-bound showman) .
surely drew more than one man to question how physical culture might benefit him and
that added to Sandow's popularity.
It was not only the occasional envious husband who was influenced by Ziegfeld's
masterful promotion of Sandow. A young Bemarr Macfadden was drawn to the 1893
World's Fair and experienced first-hand the power Sandow's physical presence had over
those who saw his show.38 As one biographer put it, the young MacFadden learned a
great deal from Sandow and Ziegfeld. For example, "Ziegfeld's lighting effects, which
21\
36Ibid., 69.
37Alan M. Klein, Little Big Man: Bodybuilding Subculture and Gender Construction (New York: State
University ofNew York, 1993),35.
accentuated the German strongman's muscles in the contrast ofhighlights and black
shadows, fascinated young McFadden, who donned tights and began imitating Sandow's
poses as Hercules, Atlas, Ajax and Samson:,,39 MacFadden took away two important
lessons from his time in Chicago. The first was the power ofpromotion and the use of
special effects on stage. The second was witnessing the genuine interest of the masses
that packed the theater to see Sandow's show - proof ofthe growing popularity of
physical fitness.
Ziegfeld and Attila helped Sandow become an internationally known showman.
Attila also served as his coach, and both men promoted him tirelessly. With this
foundation, Sandow began to change his image through the 1890s from performer to
instructor. He was able to do this because people not only wanted to watch him, but they
also wanted to be like him. Because ofhis success with his own development, it is clear
Sandow had something to offer people looking to change their physical appearance.
Not everyone who knew of Sandow's well-developed body had seen him,
however. Throughthe use ofphotography, Sandow was able to reach many more people
than his performances ever could have. As Chapman points out, "Sandow was acutely
aware of the value of good photographs ofhimself' and sought out the best
38Jerome Clifford Waugh, "Bernarr Macfadden: The Muscular Prophet" (Ph.D. diss., University ofNew
York at Buffalo, 1979), 15.
39Robert Ernst, Wea1a{ess Is a Crilll;e: The Life ofBernarr Macfadden (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse
University Press, 1991), 17.
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photographers of the day.4o There is the implied belief of truth in a photographic image.
People believed what they saw and Sandow used these images to inspire those who
viewed them. He built recognition ofhis body and his own reputation by showing off
images ofhis body, without ever taking the stage. This is an example Trachenberg would
point to of an image having a life of its own. The image gave Sandow credibility. When
people read or heard Sandow's advice and saw his image, they believed he used that
knowledge to build his body - and that by listening to the advice he gave and applying it
to their own lives, they would be able to do the same. Some would have even bought
copies of Sandow's picture to admire or draw/inspiration from in the privacy of their owp.
homes. ,With photographs Sandow could still show offhis form without having to
perform feats of strength. This allowed him to lecture on how to develop the body
without being a performer, at a time when visual images were far less common than they
are today.41
Another key to Sandow's transformation was his on-and-off-stage appearance.
He made it a point to dress like a gentleman, always wearing "well-groomed attire" when
he was not performing.42 One example of this is an 1894 article that appeared in
Cosmopolitan magazine. The opening page of the article had two images; the top image
\\as ofSandow in a classical pose, wearing a fig leaf (fig. 1). Chapman alludes to this
image as being taken by the most famous photographer of the day, Henry Van der
4°Chapman, 33.
41Trachtenberg, xv.
42Earle Liederman, "IfEugen Sandow Were Alive Today," Muscle Power, April 1948, 14.
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Weyde, who was a pioneer in the field.43 Here we see an example ofhow effectively
Sandow used good photography. In the bottom image, however, Sandow is sitting
straight-backed and dressed in stately evening clothes, complete with a high white collar
(fig. 2). These images playoff of one another, intentionally showing Sandow as a
physical and yet stately figure. The text reinforced the image of Sandow by discussing
the balance between fitness and education for children: "Health and strength should be
"synonYmous with life, and the first step toward their acquisition is a knowledge of
physiology and anatomy." The reader equated Sandow with physical strength,
~ ~
knowledge of anatomy, and the refined persona of a gentleman.. Sandow worked to make
his image both an example ofultimate physical strength and that of a refined gentleman,
which set him apart from other strongmen.44
Sandow's use ofphotography and constant promotion built his image. By 1911
newspaper reports can be found that talk about Sandow training King George V of
England, as a "Professor of Scientific and Physical Culture to his Majesty." King George
hoped Sandow would improve the "physique of the British Army.,,45 In 44 years
")
Sandow had worked his way up from the son of a Pntsslan greengrocer to supervising the
fitness ofthe army of one of the most powerful nations on earth.
43Chapman, 33-34.
44Eugen Sandow, "How to Preserve Health and Attain Strength," Cosmopolitan, June 1894, 169.
4s"Sandow to Train King George Fifth," Ottley Coulter Scrap Book, McLean Collection, Clipping 15.
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Sandow's transfonnation is a credit to him as well as his promoters and illustrates
how receptive the world was to the idea ofphysical fitness at the tum of the last century.
Sandow's success, as both a cause and effect ofmass culture, compelled people to seek
his advice on how to improve their physical condition. While Sandow made his home in
~
England and spent much ofhis time there, the remainder of this discussion will focus on
his influence in the United States and his use ofmagazines as a means ofboth promotion
and profit. As we have seen with his article in Cosmopolitan, magazines helped Sandow
build his image as an authority on physical culture, making him as wise in the ways of
fitness as he was physically strong.
Sandow started a magazine called Physical Culture in July 1898.46 Rather than
merely being quoted in other publications, a magazine ofhis own would help Sandow
profit directly from his image and advice on physical culture. As'the publication
explained in the first issue, "The subject ofproper physical condition has come so rapidly
to the front in the minds ofthinking people within recent years, that it at last bids fair to
assume its proper importance among the vital questions of the day.,,47 Again, we see in
.the above quote the link between "thinking people" and Sandow, further putting him in
the company of thinkers - not mere perfonners - which helped to combat the idea that
physical culture is brutish or mindless. He positioned his publication as "the" source for
physical-culture infonnation, making him, as publisher, the authority. This helped kindle
.a market for infonnation on physical culture from which he then profited. It allowed him
46Chapman, 109. , .
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to shift his public performances from the stage to the lecture hall or gymnasium. The
new venues extended his reach into another type of audience, helping to build his
popularity and image as well as afford him another source to profit from.
The rise in interest in physical culture and Sandow's desire to make money were
linked and exemplified in his magazine. In the first issue of Sandow's Physical Culture,
we see the publication positioning itselfby defining Physical Culture: "Cricket and
football, and rowing and swimming, and every other form ofmanly sport or exercise are
excellent things. But they are not Physical Culture. A part of it, if you like, but Physical
.
Cuft:l;e is something wider in its scope and more lofty in its ideals.,,48 The publication
connects itself to an upper class reader both in the sports mentioned in the above quote
and the lofty ideals it espoused. While the publication was a successful marketing tool
for Sandow, he greatly miscalculated his readership. Wealthy people at the turn ofthe
century were not buying magazines at the same rate as their pOQrer peers. Chapman
gives one of the most telling lines about the publication's failure, saying, "Surprisingly,
the quality of the writing was generally quite high for a sporting magazine.,,49 Quality
writing and sports like cricket were not what the masses oflow - and middle - income
urban workers in the United States wanted to read. These people were the new market
for physical culture information, and Sandow's publication missed them.
47"Table of Contents," Physical Cultur~, July 1898, 2.
48Eugen Sandow, "Physical Culture, What is It?," Physical Culture, July 1898, 4.
49Chapman, 109. '
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Magazines and their readers were changing at the tum of the century. Before this
time magazines had been limited to the wealthy because of the high price of
subscriptions. At the tum of the century, due to acceptance of advertising, magazines
were more affordable allowing publishers to cultivate a new middle and lower income
readership. This new readership helps to explain the massive jumps in circulation most .
publications experienced at the end of the nineteenth century. Had Sandow written a
magazine that promoted a version ofphysical culture that addressed the concerns ofthe
working class, he, not Macfadden,may have seen his publication's circulation climb
higher than anyone would have imagined.
Sandow's magazine was written for an upper class audience for a reason,
however. It is reasonable to assume that Sandow, having enjoyed mingling with kings
and statesmen, wanted to focus the publication's editorial to a more refined and
sophisticated audience. Articles about "The Proposed National Appalachian Forest
Reserve," for example, did not speak to the daily concerns of the average city dweller.5o
This article is something readers would see today in a Sierra Club publication focusing on
conservation and destruction ofnatural habitat. Another example of Sandow's lack of
connection with urban readers oflimited means can be found in an article titled "Winter
Sports for Women," by Mary C. Crawford, which lists field hockey, golf, and horseback
riding as sports of choice.51 While no one would doubt the benefit of these sports for
young women, these activities were available to a relatively small number of Americans
SOc. P. Ambler, "The Proposed National Appalachian Forest Reserve," PhysicalCulture, July 1898, 15.
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at the tum of the twentieth century. To the average city dweller this type of editorial
content missed its mark, but it added to Sandow's popularity with a more affluent reader.
Sandow's magazine promoted an ideal ofphysical culture beyond the reach of the
large urban market who, as Macfadden found, was receptive to physical culture advice.
One passage, in Sandow's magazine, pointed to the difference between the Greek ideal
and the modem view ofphysical culture. The ancient Greeks viewed sports as the means
to an end, "To bring the body to the highest possible state ofpower and beauty. [Physical
Culture] is to the body what culture, in the accepted sense of the word, is to the mind."
He went on to state, "The production of a perfectly sound body - that is Physical
Culture! To undo the evil which civilization has been responsible for, in making man
regard his body lightly - that ~s the aim ofPhysical Culture."s2 We see in these
passages that Sandow understood the evils ofurban civilization, but missing from his
message was advice on how to combat them on an everyday leveL Instead oftailoring
his message as advice for the middle and lower classes, he spoke above them. By 1903,
this miscalculation proved to be fatal to his publication. As direct means ofprofit
Sandow's magazine failed, but it succeeded in so much as reinforcing his status as a
gentleman.
----It is also worth noting that except for general direction on the tone ofthe editorial,
Sandow had little control ofhis magazine message. First, he lived in Britain, nearly
51Mar C. Crawford, "Winter Sports for Women," Physical Culture: Sandow's Magazine, Jan. 1903,45.
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3,000 miles away from his publishing company in Boston. Also, in 1897, a year before
he started Physical Culture in America, he opened his first Institute ofPhysical Culture in
London, so his time was at a premium. These factors did not escape the notice of
Macfadden, who by this time was a competitor of Sandow's with his own magazine:53
"Though Sandow is a magnificent athlete, and perhaps has done as much as or more than
any other living human being to increase interest in physical culture, yet when he sells his
name to cheap promoters he deserves to be most severely censured. Except the name the
magazine was never Sandow's. We have been given to understand that he did not write a
line printed in it, and that even the articles signed by him often were not read by him until
after they appeared in print.,,54 Sandow's attempt at publishing was simply another
means of self-promotion -just one of an increasing array ofbusiness ventures he had to
look after. Macfadden, on the other hand, made his magazine his life during this period.
It became a vehicle he could used to promote a "do as I do" style ofjournalism, which
proved incredibly successful. This is an important distinction between the two men.
Sandow had his sights on greater profit and exposure than he felt a magazine could
.
provide, and publishing paled in comparison to directing the fitness of a national army.
When Sandow started his magazine no one really knew how big or profitable a
magazine devoted to health and fitness could be. His 1903 issue, for example, has an
advertisement for "Sandow's College ofPhysical Culture: Where, On January 1, 1903,
52Sandow, "Physical Culture, What Is It?" 6.
53Chapman, 101.
54Bemarr Macfadden, "The Passing of Sandow's Magazine." Physical Culture, October 1903, 370.
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Sandow's Boston School ofPhysical Culture will be open. This school is under the
personal direction ofMr. Sandow.,,55 Sandow was there fo~ the opening, according to
Chapman, and the school "was one of the best equipped gymnasiums in the country,"
giving private as well as group lessons.56 So while Sandow's magazine ceased
publication that same year, it served a larger goal- helping Sandow market his message
and distinguishing himself as more than just an entertainer.
Even in 1924, though, Sandow still had strong earning power in the United Sates,
~
and still sought to capitalize on it. His magazine's failure, moreover, did not hurt his
"
credibility in America. In 1924 he found sponsorship for a trip he planned for the winter
of 1924 to set up a "Sandow institute" in New York City.57 In the initial round of
negotiations, Sandow wanted $10,000 a year for ten years. This shocked his sponsor, a
wealthy American businessman named Earle Liederman. The two men worked out an
arrangement and in 1924 Sandow received his first check of £15,000~or$7,500 as a
down payment for his tour, which was to start on January 1, 1925.58 Sandow, however,
never came back to America. In October 1925 he was still in England, and on the
fourteenth of that month he died from what is believed to be syphilis.59 Many obituaries
attributed his death to a burst blood vessel in the brain caused by lifting his car out of a
55Advertisement, Physical Culture: Sandow's Magazine, January 1903, 95.
56Chapman, 148.
57Earle Liederman, "More about Sandow," Muscle Power, March 1949,38.
58Ibid., 39. ,
59Chapman, 187.
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ditch after it slid off the road.6o Sandow knew, possibly as early as his negotiations with
Liederman that he was quite ill and most likely would die but kept a strong public image
to the end.
In death Sandow's image started to crumble. As the press became suspicious of
his death, his wife and two daughters drifted into self-imposed obscurity, they seldom
spoke of Sandow to the public and never even placed a marker on his grave. As we'll see
with Macfadden and Atlas, the pressure to create a larger-than-life public image of
strength had dire consequences for their personal lives. While the nariie Sandow has
~ ,
fallen out ofpublic memory, for better or worse, his success stands as a testament to how
powerful the physical-culture movement had become at the end ofthe l800s. Without
Sandow's influence it is unlikely that Macfadden or Atlas - and possibly even the idea of
physical culture itself- would ever have achieved the popularity or profitability that they
eventually did.
Physical Culture, Sandow's magazine, ultimately ceased publication. Before it
did, however, Bemarr Macfadden launched a magazine with the same title. Macfadden's
magazine flourished. His success had to do with the fact that he was a health fanatic with
an unwavering drive to promote the healthy development of the body above all else. He
believed diet and exercise could cure nearly every physical ailment. From 1899 until
6°"Sandow Weakling as Boy, Won Fame for Strength at 22,"; "Euegen Sandow,"; "Sandow, Once Called
World's Strongest Man, Dies Suddenly,"; Ottley Coulter clipping file, McLean Collection.
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well into the 1940s, his magazine, Physical Culture, offered men and women of all
classes examples ofhow to live their lives.
Macfadden believed that all men needed to be strong and aggressive in the
workplace as well as on the playing field to be successful. As one biographer put it, he
packaged his health message so that it was suited "for a broad section of the general
public.,,61 He did not claim to have discovered the benefits of fitness; he simply brought
his message to a mass audience in a way they could understand - he had an "intuitive
knowledge ofwhat the Inob desired.,,62 His genius lay in his message, which evolved
over the years so that his readers continued to buy his products. As I have discussed,
people at the turn ofthe century were more and more interested in the benefits of fitness
on their general health. As Michael Kimmel points out, people find it empowering to
take control of their lives by engaging in athletics at points of large-scale change in
history.63 With the pressures of increasing indu.stria1ization at the turn of the century,
many people adopted Macfadden's advice, which allowed them to improve their general
health and, in so doing, combat the poor living conditions which existed in many urban
centers.
Bernarr A. Macfadden was born Bernard Adolpus McFadden near Mill Spring,
Missouri, on August 16, 1868, to William and Mary McFadden.64 In the early 1870s,
61Waugh,31.
62Allene Talmey, "Millions from Dumb-bells," Outlook and Independent, 4 June 1930, 164.
63Michael Kinpn~, ManhQod in America: A Cultural Hist01Y (New York: The Free Press, 1996),414.
64William H. Taft, "Bemart Macfadden," Missouri Historical Review 63, no. 1 (1968): 71.
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shortly after the birth ofBemarr's second sister, his parents separated. His mother moved
her three children to her parents' house and they never saw their father again. Shortly
after that Bemarr was sent to Chicago to live with relatives because he was too much of a.
financial burden to his grandparents. Other family members also raised his sisters,
because ofhis mother's failing health, and in 1879 she died of "lung fever.,,65
Bemarr considered himselfweak and sickly before he started working on a
relative's farm outside Chicago, but his body developed as a result of farm labor. For the
first time in his life he felt healthy and strong. These experiences showed him how
physical activity could develop the body and as a result improve one's general mood.
Through his late teens and early twenties, Macfadden continued to develop his body
through physical activity and became a champion wrestler and an accomplished football
coach.66 Later in life he would point to these years as the inspiration for his ideas on
health and fitness and the start ofhis lifelong mission to pr~mote fitness. 67
In the early 1890s Macfadden was in New York City promoting an "exercise
apparatus, a combination of rubber and cord running over pulleys." As the decade
progressed, sales ofhis exercise device steadily climbed. This forced him to stop
teaching at a local gymnasium in order to devote more time to his business. He also had
to give up writing about physical culture, which he had been doing since the late 1880s.
65Ibid., 74.
66Waugh,58.
67Ibid., 75.
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His articles and stories about physical culture had met with little interest from publishers,
but Macfadden had enjoyed writing and kept at it. Not one to be happy doing anyone
thing, especially the bookkeeping his business required, Macfadden quickly "grew
restless and bored" and decided to go to England to market and sell his exercise device.68
By the late l890s Macfadden was ,traveling in England selling exercise devices
people could use to develop their bodies in the privacy of their own homes. He soon "
realized that people were coming to hear his sales pitch, which he called a lecture, rather
than buying his product, so he hired a "box office man and ticket taker, and began
-
charging a shilling and sixpence admission." He also printed up a small pamphlet, which
he would distribute at these lectures. People started to ask whether the pamphlet was
available by subscription and the idea for Physical Culture magazine was born. About
this time he received word back from America that the people he had entrusted his
business to were not giving it the attention it needed and sales were starting to decline.
He was forced to return to the United States.69
Macfadden's version ofPhysical Culture proved a tremendous success. Under its
auspices, Macfadden printed a variety ofbooks and magazines, which he usedto build a
publishing empire that was worth $30 million by 1940.70 A 1925 prospectus shows
Physical Culture had a monthly paid circulation of 400,000. By this time Macfadden's
68Ernst, 19.
69William H. Taft, "The Birth ofPhysical Culture Magazine" TD [Unpublished book manuscript], McLean
Collection, 39. --
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company was printing eleven other publications with a total subscriber base of 5,030,000
and yearly revenue of $8,866,800.71 Macfadden's success was the result ofhis keen
business sense and an understanding of the power of a well-crafted editorial devoted to
health and fitness. While Macfadden was more personally devoted to his health message
than Sandow was to his, both men were in business to make money. For Sandow,
publishing was only part ofhis health empire, but for Macfadden, publishing was his
empire. With his financial success so tied to his publishing business, Macfadden had to
pay much closer attention to what his readers wanted to know about physical culture ifhe
wanted to "be successful. Thus he needed to be much more attentive to his message.
Macfadden's keen ability to attract a mass readership to Physical Culture is
illustrated in his uses ofphotography. He understood the power of the photographic
image to inspire his readers. Sandow's image appeared frequently on the covers of
Macfadden's Physical Culture in its first two years, for example. Macfadden used
Sandow to draw as many readers as possible. He knew how hard Sandow had worked to
cultivate his image and that he, Macfadden, could profit from this. When Macfadden
started Physical Culture in the fall of 1899, Sandow was an internationally known
symbol ofphysical culture. A representation of Sandow in the form of a woodcut image
(which had been the popular means of illustrating magazines before the 1890s) would not
have been as effective as his picture. Photographs gave a "real" visual connection
7°Robert Lewis Taylor, "Physical Culture: Profile ofBemarr Macfadden," The New Yorker, 14 October
1950,39.
71"An Opportunity to Invest" [information provided by Macfadden Publications], 1925, Taft Manuscript
collection, McLean Collection.
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between the viewer/reader and the subject, more so than an illustration. There is a certain
belief on the part of the reader/viewer in the truth of a photographic image, and this is
why the medium helped so much in the promotion ofphysical-culture. Seeing was
believing. The image gave the reader something real to aspire to. Without photographs
in magazines it is unlikely the physical culture movement would have developed at all.
The next-best thing to seeing Sandow in person was seeing his photograph. Sandow's
body had mass appeal, which was what Macfadden wanted for his magazine. The use of
a photograph of Sandow rather than an illustration was a calculated busin9,s move.
Macfadden still respected the elder strongman for his role in building physical culture in
the mass market, even though he could be a vocal critic. Certainly without Sandow,
Macfadden would have had to work quite a bit harder to develop his audience.
In other words, Macfadden's success would not have been possible without
Sandow. Macfadden saw Sandow as an example ofthe power physical culture held in
the average American's mind. He had first seen Sandow at the 1893 Chicago World's
Fair.72 Macfadden had worked for Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., whose father brought Sandow to
the fair to perform. This is where Macfadden "learned the tricks of the showman's trade
and found [in Sandow] a physical specimen whose size and muscle definition he adopted
as a model.,,73 Macfadden took these early lessons to heart: "[i]n his own tour twenty
years late.r, Macfadden would similarly use lighting to give the impression that his five-
72Waugh, 15.
73Green, 245.
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foot-six-inch frame w~s actually much bigger.,,74 It's also safe to assume that Macfadden
would have seen Sandow again during Sandow's tour of the United States, 'which ran
from 1894 to 1896.75 It is not surprising that Sandow's was the image Macfadden often
used during Physical Culture's early years (fig.3). Because ofhis use of Sandow's image
Macfaddenwas even more disgusted with the hero-like Sandow when he found out
Sandow did not write or edit the publication that bore his name. Macfadden wanted to
ally himselfwith the reader, not with Sandow. He had to react with surprise and outrage
or face jeopardizing his own credibility.
Macfadden saw the huge potential for growth in the American fitness magazine
business. He had good business sense and kept a tight focus on his audience - the
average man and his concerns with health and appearance, giving his readers easy-to-
follow advice. One example of this understanding comes in an article titled "Why
Should We Exercise?" which appeared in the May 1900 issue ofPhysical Culture. The
author maintains: "Any man of sedentary habits, whose business requires his presence
indoors all the time will, at the end of a few years find his powers ofresistance against
sickness and disease has become greatly lessened.,,76 He then goes on to tell readers how
to avoid this pitfall. Articles like this were a direct reaction to the increased urbanization
that occurred in the United States in the late-1800s, which in tum helped to give rise to
the physical-culture movement. Life in these new urban centers was not easy.
74Ibid.
75Chapman, 70.
76Wm. J. Cromie, "Why Should We Exercise?" Physical Culture, May 1900, 77.
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Macfadden's success points to the poor health prophecy above coming true for many
young men. He was also able to adapt and change his message as the concerns Qf the
general public changed.
In the July issue of that same year/we see "Results ofPhysical Culture. Showing
by Actual Photographic Comparison What Three Months ofPhysical Exercise
Accomplished for Three Young Men ofNew York." The images are similar to the
"before and after" photos used to sell weight loss products so common today; the
difference is that these pictures boasted muscular developments.77 They depicted urban
young men, each ofwhom increased his upper body size and health by engaging in a
system ofphysical culture (fig. 4-7). This type of article set Macfadden's publications
apart from Sandow's. Macfadden understood his audience - the growing urban classes
who were eager for information on ways to improve their he-alth and fitness - and he
gave them what they wanted. He could not have done so without the use ofphotographs
and the ability to reproduce images in the pages of a magazine. The convergence of a
receptive audience, practical advice, and advances in photographic technology all helped
to give physical culture staying power and the idea fertile ground to put down deep roots
in American culture at large.
In the August 1900 issue Macfadden responded to parents asking what they could
do to help their fifteen-year-old boy who "was not robust." His advice? "Encourage him
38
in every possible way to indulge in active outdoor games with boys his own age. Have
him take up a system of exercise for general physical development. .. ,,78 Macfadden was
able to speak to the poor and middle class market by giving them practical advice they
could follow on the development of the body that produced results. Another reason for
Macfadden's success was that he was based in the United Sates and was not as concerned
with his social position as Sandow was. Macfadden measured his success solely by
circulation and profit.
Macfadden gave readers the infonnation they wanted to read, and because of this
his publication was very successful. A paid circulation of400,000 readers represents a
significant share ofthe market and would put Physical Culture near the top ofhealth
publications ifit were being published today. Macfadden's health publishing extended
into books and even mail-order courses. He also ran a number of"health hotels" where
people could go to get away from urban life and relax in the country. All ofthis not only
benefited Macfadden but also helped to reinforce the idea that people needed physical
culture-.in their lives. While Sandow spent much ofhis time promoting himself and his
personal image, Macfadden also promoted his company and its publications. It is nearly
impossible to speculate on how much money Sandow spent on his self-promotion. For
Macfadden, however, court records show that by 1928, his publishing company had spent
nearly $15 million, "giving publicity to the name Macfadden as applied to publications of
77Anthony Baker, "Results ofPhysical Culture.Showing by Actual Photographic Comparison," Physical
Culture, July 1900, 176.
7s"Questions Department," Physical Culture, August 1900,208.
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his company.,,79 Both men ran profitable businesses, but they had different goals.
Sandow wanted to build his personal reputation, to increase the value of the goods and
services he sold. Not only did Macfadden publish Physical Culture, but he also wrote
countless books, and even an encyclopedia ofhealth, that gave his readers advice on how
to combat any health concern imaginable. In true Macfadden fashion, he maintained that
all ofthese illnesses could be cured with diet and exercise. Macfadden focused his
personal development on the concerns ofhis readers so that they would trust him to give
them good advice. Macfadden built his business on the trust ofhis readers.
While Bemarr Macfadden's rise to popularity was spectacular, his fall was
equally fantastic. With a successful publishing business and a number ofhotels,
Macfadden turned to politics. He had always donated heavily to the Republican National
Committee. He launched unsuccessful campaigns to become governor ofboth Florida
and New York. In 1940 he led an unsuccessful campaign for one ofFlorida's United
States Senate seats.80 This cost him a tremendous amount ofmoney. In 1941 the
stockholders ofhis publishing company sued him for well over a million dollars. They
charged that Macfadden had funneled money out of the company toward his election
campaign as well as a variety of other ventures deemed inappropriate by his investors.
By September of that year Macfadden and his stockholders had reached a settlement, the
exact details ofwhich are not known. What is clear, however, is that Macfadden was
forced to leave the company. His personal life also began to unravel. By this time he had
79Macjadden Publications Inc. v. B.L. McFadden Inc. 224 A.D. 374, 231 N.Y.S. 185 (1928).
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been married four times and was estranged from many of his children. He no longer had
his company to fall back on for financial support and for a growing alimony burden.
When he died, in 1955, he was nearly penniless.81
Through Macfadden and Sandow, both icons ofhealth and fitness at the turn of
the century, we see the evolution ofphysical culture from the stage to the printed page.
With the success ofMacfadden's Physical Culture, the physical-culture lifestyle proved
that it had staying power in mainstream America as more and more people used the
magazine to integrate physical culture into their daily lives. But with Sandow's death in
1925 and Macfadden's focus diverted by an increasing array ofpublications and business
ventures, the physical-culture movement needed a new leader by the end of the 1920s. It
needed someone like Sandow and Macfadden for the larger population to emulate and
look up to. Charles Atlas became this leader.
Atlas's name is still synonymous with strength in the early twenty-first century
and is likely to stay that way. Atlas made his fame and profit from"astrength course his
company sold. The course gave anyone who bought it advice on how to achieve better
health and physical development through diet and exercise. While it's clear Atlas knew
ofMacfadden and Sandow, he chose to focus on his course, whereas Macfadden's focus
was on his magazine and Sandow's focus had been on his personal image. This decision
80Emst, 121, 135.
81Ibid., 171-173. Also see William Taft, "Publishing Firm Data," Taft manuscript collection, McLean
Collection.
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by Atlas reflects how mass culture had shaped public consumption ofphysical culture.
General health was still important and while Atlas spoke to it in his course, he knew
many people wanted to develop their bodies for the sake of looking better. Living
conditions in urban centers had improved and combating disease, through a physical
culture lifestyle, was less of a concern.
Atlas learned from Macfadden's success and offered his own health and fitness
advice to the paying public, but as the market developed and shifted, he realized the
"public wanted that advice in a different form. Atlas hit upon what the public wanted with
his course. In one package, it gave people step-by-step instructions on how to achieve
everything it touted, and it didn't involve any weights or machines. The buyer could
perform these exercises at any time in the privacy ofhis own home or at his local
gymnasium. Atlas's course gave the public a step-by-step guide to health in one package
without a subscription or any superfluous editorial content.
Macfadden and Sandow sold courses, as well, but certainly not as a primary
focus. They were occupied with building the credibility and acceptance ofphysical
culture itself in mainstream America. Also, they gave their readers more than just step-
by-step health guidance. Their publications had a variety of articles designed to appeal to
a broad audience. By the mid-1920s, when Atlas had written and started to market his
course, the public already understood and accepted physical culture. A new market had
/
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emerged which was receptive to Atlas' targeted health message and just as importantly,
the physical culture movement needed a new young and inspiring leader.
Charles Atlas was born Angelo Siciliano on October 30, 1893, near Calabria,
Italy. Siciliano came to the United States through Ellis Island in 1903 with his mother.
He lived, like many immigrants of the time, in cramped tenement housing on the Lower
East Side ofManhattan.82 In 1908 Siciliano began work in a pocketbook factory. He
was weak and felt sickly, and unfulfilled with this work.83 Two experiences prompted
him to change his physical condition. The first was a beating he received by a local bully
,
that left him unconscious in a tenement street gutter.84 The second experience became
the text for his first and most popular advertisement to promote and sell his strength. As
the story goes, Siciliano was at the beach with a young woman when a well-built young
lifeguard came up and kicked sand in his face. Because of the other man's size, Siciliano
could not defend himself in front of the young woman. These two instances solidified his
resolve to become strong so that no one would push him around again. So he tied two
25-pound stones to a broomstick and started exercising under the watchful eye of a photo
ofthe leading strong man ofthe day- Eugen Sandow.85
As Charles Gaines describes, however, Siciliano soon became frustrated with the
lack ofresults he was getting from the broomstick. He found inspiration at the zoo.
82For descriptions of tenement housing see Jacob A. Riis, How the Other HalfLives: Studies Among the
Tenements ofNew York (New York: Penguin Books, 1997),6.
83Gom, 183.
84George, Gaines, and Roman, 17 - 18.
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There the young Siciliano saw a lion get up and stretch. Under the lion's skin he could
see its muscles twitching from the strain. This experience prompted him to develop his
/
own system whereby he pitted one muscle against another, which he called dynamic
tension. What Siciliano "discovered" is known today as isometric exercise, and it had
been in practice long before Siciliano starting using it. But Angelo Siciliano -
nicknamed Charlie by his friends - created his own isometric program and practiced the
technique religiously.86
Siciliano's business success is inextricably linked to the foundation Sandow and
Macfadden had wored so hard to build. Siciliano read Macfadden's publications. In
1921 he sent a picture ofhimself to enter a contest Macfadden's Physical Culture held to
find the most perfectly developed man.87 He won the $1,000 prize - and this gave him
his first opportunity for national exposure. Until this point he had worked as a model for
sculptors. His body was used as a model for George Washington's statue in New York
City'S Washington Square Park. One ofhis most notable employers was Gertrude Payne
Whitney, for whom he modeled regularly. Whitney was a major force in New York
City'S art world and went on to found the museum for American art that bears her name
today. During this part ofhis career, Siciliano was making about $100 a day.88 Around
85Ibid., 16,20.
86Ibid.
87Smith 1999.
88Ibid.
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this time a friend joked with Siciliano that his body was as defined as the Greek god
Atlas's - and Charlie, or Charles, Atlas was bom.89
The next year Macfadden held the contest again. This time instead of sending in a
picture, the contestants vying for the title and another $1,000 prize had to appear before
an audience in a packed Madison Square Garden. Again Atlas won, beating 750 other
men. That y~arMacfadden dissolved the contest, saying Atlas would win every time.9o
Because ofhis help Atlas viewed Macfadden as "his mentor.,,91 Without Macfadden
Atlas may never have attained national recognition.
Winning Macfadden's contest provided Atlas with another element that would
enable his rise to success: money. With his financial winnings, Atlas had his fitness
course written up. Using his newfound notoriety as his chiefmarketing tool, he began
selling his course through the maiL92 The course sold 2,000 copies the first year. On the
heels of this success Atlas opened a gymnasium. The financial burden ofthis expansion
proved too much f.or Atlas' company, however. In less than a year he found himself in
financial difficulty, and in 1928 he was forced to close the gym.93 The mail-order
business was still strong, however, and Atlas turned his whole attention to it.
89Butler, Gaines, and Roman; 26.
90Ibid., 59
91 Golden and Toon, 81.
92Smith, 1999
93Golden and Toon, 80.
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Along with a good course and a well-developed body, Atlas needed marketing
help. He partnered with a young advertising copywriter by the name of Charles Roman.94
This partnership proved to be the most important and profitable decision ofAtlas's
career. Atlas's product and Roman's advertising savvy were a lucrative combination, and
the two profited greatly from it. Roman "marketed Atlas himself," making Atlas into a
"do as I do" teacher or guide for the young men who purchased the course.95 Roman
used Atlas to give the course a human dynamic. It was Roman, inspired by Atlas's "sand
in the face" stor)', who developed the five-block illustration titled "The Insult That Made
Mac a Man." It detailed the transformation of the young man depicted in the cartoon-
representing Atlas - from a skinny sickly fellow to a strong young man. In the last
panel he punches, in the face, the bully who had humiliated him. The slogan that
appeared above the five panels read, "In 7 days I can make you a man," and, as Roman
would later say, "who could resist?,,96 With Roman's marketing skill and Atlas's image,
the course sold even better than before.
Atlas and Roman crafted their message differently than Macfadden. By the late
1920s Macfadden was more likely to be photographed walking barefoot to work or
standing on his head - something he believed improved circulation - than putting on a
pair of skin tight leopard skin tights or a fig leaf and flexing for the camera, as Atlas did.
The physical-culture ideal had taken hold and gained greater and greater acceptance. It
94Ibid.
95Smith 1999
96Ibid. '
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was something people aspired to. As a reaction to this athletic trend, mail-order fitness
programs sprang up "to deal with the growing market ofpeople seeking physical self
improvement.,,97 Atlas used text, illustrations, and photographs in advertisements to
convey his message. Roman wrote slogans such as, "1 Dare You To Read My Mail: Then
You'D Be Convinced That I Can Make You The Kind OfReal HE-MAN You'D Like To
Be.,,98 Often these ads would appear with testimonials from men who boasted
extraordinary gains on the Atlas program: for example, "Increases chest 3 Yz inches" or
"Gained 29 pounds.,,99 Atlas was much more dependent on catch phrases and quick~
easy-to-understand promises of greater health and physical development. Sandow and
Macfadden had feature stories in which to promote their ideas; Atlas and Roman had only
a few words.
Atlas made the promIses that his audience wanted to hear. By the time he was
selling his course, physical culture was part ofmainstream American life. Cities were
cleaner, the massive industrial buildup and rush of immigration had slowed, and the
medical profession understood and could treat disease with greater efficiency and
reliability. The benefits ofphysical culture were known, and as the twentieth century
progressed, they became accepted. The image of the well-developed, healthy body, that
Sandow and Macfadden and many others worked so hard to promote, had become the
ideal. As this ideal developed, more and more young people, especially men, wanted to
97Donald 1. Mrozek, Sport and American Mentality 1880-1910 (Knoxville: University ofTennessee Press,
1983),84.
98Advertisement, Man's Life, November 1955,2.
99Ibid.
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achieve it. The reasons people had for developing their bodies were not just for health
but also vanity - which, as the century progressed, became a growing motivator for
people to build their bodies. Sandow, and to a greater extent Macfadden, capitalized on
physical culture as a means by which to develop the body as a way to achieve better
general health. Atlas focused his message, through his advertisements, to exploit the
simple fact that many men wanted to be strong.
Atlas shifted the tone ofhis advertisements to capitalize on vanity rather than
health. He often used the phrase "a real man" to describe his pupils. His audience was
comprised of young men who wanted to better develop their bodies. Atlas targeted these
young men by placing his advertisements in comic books and other publications that
catered to a young male audience. He offered step-by-step instructions and a system that
required limited equipment that made the course attractive to a lower-class audience.
Atlas's course boasted an easy-to-understand system that involved simply pitting one
muscle £!gainst another. This audience proved extremely receptive to his pitch.
In 1929, the year Roman first partnered with Atlas and the two started Charles
Atlas Ltd, they sold 3,000 courses at $30 each. Exact figures for the amount ofmoney
Atlas's company made are difficult to come by, but it is safe to assume that by 1941, just
from sales of the course, the company had made $300,000. This was in addition to any
fees Roman might have charged for Atlas's frequent public appearances. Maybe the
most telling indication ofhow mnch Atlas was making comes from an interview inthich
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he said he made the same amount ofmoney as a successful doctor. Physical culture was
clearly a profitable business for Atlas. 100
Roman also kept Atlas in the public eye by staging publicity stunts that
highlighted his incredible strength. In one such stunt in 1938, Atlas pulled a 145,000-
pound railroad car more than 122 feet. lOl In another, Atlas bent a jail cell bar at Sing
Sing prison.102 These stunts kept the public aware ofAtlas and more importantly his
strength. This tactic worked. Even in his obituary, the New York Times published a
picture ofAtlas from 1942 and an almost identical photo taken in 1971 and noted his
measurements, calling Atlas "a barrel-chested man with amazing strength and
physique.,,103 Atlas's body was his career.
Unlike Macfadden and Sandow, Atlas never lost focus. Atlas had a
straightforward business plan. He devoted all his time and energy to marketing and
selling his course. This might have proved the most effective strategy of all. Even though
Atlas died in 1972, his course is still advertised and sold today: there is even a Web site,
charlesatlas.com, whereas Sandow and Macfadden have fallen out ofpopular memory. 104
IOOMaria Newman, "Hay, Skinny! Charles Atlas Lives!" New York Times, 31 May 2001, sec. B1, p. 3; Sam
Danna to Warren Greene, L, 9 Dec. 2002, in the author's possession.
IOI"Charles Atlas, body-builder and weightlifter, dies on December 24 at age 79," New York Times, 24
December 1972,40 (4).
102Eric Pace, "Charles Roman, The Brains Behind the Brawn, Dies at 92," New York Times, 20 July 1999,9
(B).
103"Charles Atlas, Body-Builder and Weightlifter, Dies on December 24 at age 79," 40 (4).
104Atlas Advertisement, PopularScience, Dec. 2002, 141.
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In Sandow, Macfadden, and Atlas, we see the evolution of a fitness message
focused on physical development. It is helpful to imagine the evolution of fitness, with
respect to the contributions of these men, as a bell curve. At the one end is Sandow under
whose guidance physical development moved from the stage to the lecture hall and who
created an image people aspired to look like. This shift transformed Sandow from the
circus-performing son of a greengrocer to the head ofphysical development for the
British army.
In the middle ofthe curve is Macfadden. He capitalized on the concept C?f
physical culture, which grew out ofphysical development, as a way to achieve better
general health. He was able to tailor a message that reached a middle and, more
importantly, lower-class audience. By the end of the 1800s this group was eager for his
advice and also able to adopt physical culture into their everyday lives because
Macfadden's editorial content was tailored specifically to them. This advice helped his
readers combat the health problems they faced at the turn ofthe last century. Macfadden
helped to create a devoted mainstream American following for the idea ofphysical
culture by focusing on health. Atlas built on Sandow and Macfadden's foundation and
sits opposite Sandow on the curve. With physical health less of a concern by the late
1920s, due to advances in medicine, he developed and promoted through his
advertisements a muscular ideal, which was becoming increasing linked to masculinity
and, that his course helped people attain. While Atlas was devoted to the health benefits
ofphysical culture, he capitalized on personal physical development, as Sandow had
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done, in the advertisements he used to sell his ideal, an ideal one could attain if one
bought and followed his course.
While each ofthese men occupies spots on our curve they did not exist in a
vacuum. The concept ofphysical culture would never have risen to prominence as it did
if an audience had not emerged that was receptive to its message. The larger urban
industrial centers, which developed in the United States toward the end ofthe nineteenth
century, created the need for physical culture. Cramped housing fostered disease and
took its toll on the poor families who made these urban centers their homes. These
people hoped to achieve better health by adopting the principles ofphysical culture in
their own lives. Physical culture enabled people to improve their health by themselves \
through simple, inexpensive means. The simplicity and effectiveness ofphysical culture
made its promoters wildly successful.
Immigration also played a large role in the development ofphysical culture in
America by increasing the number ofpeople familiar with the benefits of fitness. This
group gave physical culture a large receptive audience who trusted its message and
allowed it to grow. At the same time, Ivy League schools and others were also promoting
the benefit of sport and fitness to the future leaders of the nation. With two classes, on
opposite ends of the spectrum, both being targeted by health promoters on the benefits of
physical culture, the idea penetrated deep into American society.
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Magazine publishing, because of the acceptance of advertisements, was another
key development in the promotion ofphysical culture. Paid advertisements drove the
price ofmagazines down making them more affordable to lower income groups for the
first time in history. Publications similar to Sandow's and Macfadden's Physical Culture
sprang up, increasing the public's awareness of the health benefits ofphysical culture.
These publications used photography to illustrate how effective a life ofphysical culture
could be in developing one's body. Without photography it is unlikely physical culture
would have had the following or credibility it had at the turn of the century. When
readers viewed before and after photos like the ones Macfadden published they were
inspired and believed that physical culture could do the same thing for them as it had
done for the men in the photos. It is one thing to read about the benefits of exercise, but
it is another to see those gains. Macfadden and Atlas, for example, gazed in awe at
Sandow. His image inspired them, as it did for many young Americans, in way words
alone never could have.
As the twentieth century progressed, America's attention continued to focus on
health and fitness. The last ten years of the twentieth century saw explosive growth in
publications devoted to both men's and women's health, and as the century closed, these
magazines continued to grow. While Sandow, Macfadden, and Atlas show the evolution
of fitness at the start of the twentieth, the start of the twenty-first century seems to be
showing us a similar trend. Then like now, the explosive growth ofhealth publications,
especially magazines, is one of the most salient features of the day. Men like Arnold
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/Schwarzenegger, who was made famous by the 1977 film Pumping Iron, precipitated this·
publishing phenomenon. The film was an adaptation of the book by the same title written
by Charles Gaines in 1974.105 Like Sandow before, Schwarzenegger gained popularity
and international recognition by developing his body and then marketing his image.
While this line of thought leads down the path toward another body of research, it gives
us pause to reflect on the past and speculate on the future.
105Charles Gaines and George Butler, Pumping !ron: The Art and Sport ofBodybuilding (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1974), 7.
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Figures
Fig. 1 Sandow knew the benefit of good photography.
Here he is imitating a pose of classical sculpture,
from a June1894 article in Cosmopolitan magazine.
Fig. 2 Sandow dressed as a
gentleman wearing evening clothes.
Cosmopolitan magazine June, 1894
Fig. 3 Macfadden's November 1899 cover of
Physical Culture showing Sandow in a classic pose.
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Fig. 4. Macfadden's use ofbefore and after
images. Before image of Karl Goldman,
Macfaddden's Physical Culture, July 1900
Fig. 6. Before imageof Max Phillips,
Macfadden's Physical Culture, July 1900
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Fig. 5. Karl Goldman after 3 months
ofphysical culture. Macfadden's
Physical Culture, July 1900
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